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Pilgrims in the Parish: A Method and Two Herefordshire Case Studies1
CATHERINE E. HUNDLEY
Henry Luce III Center for the Arts & Religion, Washington, D.C.

The shrines at Canterbury, Walsingham, and St. Albans were among the most
famous pilgrim destinations in medieval England, but they represent only part of the
English pilgrimage story. Certainly, these sites hosted countless pilgrims across the
centuries and earned reputations as effective places for worshipers to connect with the
divine. English pilgrimage culture, however, encompassed more than a handful of
mega-shrines: an untold number of medieval English parish churches welcomed
pilgrims as well. Historians have underestimated the extent of the pilgrim presence in
the parish due to the loss of relics, images, and documents during the English
Reformation. Pilgrimage was outlawed in 1538, resulting in the destruction of shrines
across the country; the dissolution of the monasteries in England was complete by 1541;

1. This article is based upon a presentation that I gave at the International Congress on Medieval Studies at
Kalamazoo in 2021, drawn from field visits conducted in 2018.
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and the crown ordered devotional images to be removed from churches in 1548. 2 Large
shrines were often operated by monks, such as the Benedictines, or canons, such as the
Augustinians. When these monastic orders were dissolved, many of their documents
were lost—though some textual evidence has survived thanks to the efforts of early
antiquaries such as John Leland, Robert Cotton, William Dugdale, and others.3
Only a fraction of this documentary evidence illuminates the experiences of
pilgrims in the parish, but recent writers have begun to knit together limited surviving
documentation in search of a pilgrim presence. Scholars such as Diana Webb, Colin
Morris, Nicholas Orme, and Madeleine Gray have emphasized the local nature of
medieval pilgrimage, especially in England and Wales.4 Their work invites others to
seek pilgrims in small worshiping communities throughout medieval England. In order
to write a comprehensive history of pilgrims in the parish, it is vital to look beyond
textual evidence to analyze the buildings, objects, and landscapes which offer clues to
the pilgrim experience.

2. For overviews, see Philippa Turner, “English Cathedrals, 1350-1550: Devotion and Commemoration" in
Places of Worship in Britain and Ireland, 1350-1550, ed. P.S. Barnwell (Donington: Shaun Tyas, 2019), 78-80;
Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars, 2nd ed. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), especially 407 and
458; Richard Marks, Image and Devotion in Late Medieval England (Stroud: Sutton, 2004), 255-75. Additional
image losses occurred during the Commonwealth era, through gradual decay, and through the zealous efforts of later
restorers.
3. For an introduction to these and other antiquarian sources, see Esther A.L. Moir, “The Early English
Antiquaries,” History Today 8:11 (1958), 781-86.
4. Diana Webb, Pilgrimage in Medieval England (London: Hambledon, 2000), 40-44; Nicholas Orme,
"Church and Chapel in Medieval England,” Transactions of the Royal Historical Society 6 (1996): 84; Colin Morris,
Pilgrimage: The English Experience from Becket to Bunyan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 3 and
6; Madeleine Gray, “The Parish Church in Later Medieval Wales,” in Places of Worship in Britain and Ireland,
1350-1550, ed. P.S. Barnwell (Donington: Shaun Tyas, 2019), 202.
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More specifically, the dearth of surviving documentary evidence has made the
parish pilgrimage site seem like a rarity.5 Instead, the majority of parish churches
probably welcomed pilgrims as part of their day-to-day worship life. Indeed, the
building fabric, site histories, and other characteristics of selected churches still reveal
evidence of a pilgrim presence.
As part of a larger project on shared spaces within the medieval English church,
this paper offers a method for rediscovering the religious life of pilgrims in the parish. 6
The following case studies test this method in two Herefordshire parish churches
associated with pilgrimage, in order to show that clues to pilgrim activity survive
beyond the textual record. Evidence for pilgrims in the parish may also be found
through close examination of a church’s surviving or documented building fabric,
landscape setting, and visual and material culture.

A Method for Finding Pilgrims in the Parish
Building Fabric
Surviving, excavated, and documented building fabric should be the first areas

5. Turner summarizes the prevailing assumption: “the parish church…did not usually have the kind of
devotional matter, such as the relics of saints and / or miracle-working images, usually found in cathedrals and
larger abbeys." Turner, “English Cathedrals,” 61.
6. For a method of identifying parish churches which were shared with a monastic congregation, see
Catherine E. Hundley, “Shared Space: Templars, Hospitallers, and the English Parish Church,” in Towards an Art
History of the Parish Church, 1200-1399, edited by Meg Bernstein (Courtauld Books Online: 2021),
https://courtauld.ac.uk/research/research-resources/publications/courtauld-books-online/parish-church/shared-spacetemplars-hospitallers-and-the-english-parish-church/ (accessed 1 November, 2021).
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of investigation when searching for pilgrims in the parish. In addition to crypts and
holy wells, other discrete spaces such as chapels and aisles could accommodate
pilgrims. These spaces functioned most effectively as pilgrimage destinations if pilgrims
accessed the sites without interrupting the mainstream worship life of the church.
Though not every chapel or aisle altar served pilgrims, these spaces are rich with the
possible presence of non-parochial worshipers.
The pilgrim popularity of discrete spaces within a church can be assessed by
examining the medieval traffic patterns enforced within the church or precinct. A crypt
with multiple modes of egress, for example, could welcome a large number of pilgrims
without disrupting the worship life of the parish. A small space with only one entrance
may also serve as a place of contemplation for the pilgrim, but the number of
worshipers would necessarily be low.7 An increasingly popular shrine might outgrow
its original space within the church, resulting in changes to the building fabric.
Such changes can be small and practical, like the addition of a doorway to aid in
traffic management. In other cases, congregations may have upgraded the entire
pilgrim experience by adding a new room, such as a crypt. Alternatively, the influx of
pilgrim donations may have enabled the church to make aesthetic improvements such
as the addition of larger windows. By studying phased building plans, the presence of

7. Marks points out that the majority of later medieval pilgrim shrines were small, freestanding chapels or
rooms within a larger church. Marks, Image and Devotion, 216.
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pilgrims or other secondary worshiping communities becomes clearer—even if textual
evidence for their presence does not survive.

Landscape
The placement of a parish church within the landscape also serves as evidence
for a pilgrim presence. A parish church sited prominently along a main road or
waterway can serve as an advertisement for the holy. Such a site may become a
deliberate destination for local pilgrims on a day pilgrimage, or an enticing stop for
long-distance travelers. When seeking pilgrims in the parish, special care should be
taken to assess parish churches along known pilgrimage routes. A parish church along
the route to a major pilgrimage destination would be well-suited to capture the
attention of prayerful travelers. Such sites can be found along surviving Roman and
medieval road systems; careful study of antiquarian maps, satellite images, and
archaeological reports can reveal additional roads and tracks which are all but forgotten
today. By starting with a confirmed pilgrimage destination and working outward along
medieval transportation routes, it may be possible to discover a former pilgrimage site
in a parish church.

Texts
Texts should be read alongside other sources, rather than viewed as the
44
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authoritative piece of the pilgrimage puzzle. When searching for pilgrims in the parish,
it is tempting to begin with textual evidence and dismiss any churches which do not
have surviving pilgrimage documentation. Direct textual evidence for a pilgrim
presence can be found in records of pilgrim donations or miracle stories associated with
a saint’s shrine, but such records seldom survive in the parish—if they were recorded at
all. Indulgences enticed pilgrims to some sites, but they were not a required component
of the pilgrimage process.8 A saint’s Life can provide a valuable list of locations
associated with the saint, and parish churches in or near those locations should be
assessed for a former pilgrim presence. Later medieval wills occasionally mention a
saint’s shrine or devotional image, and records of chaplains employed by advowson
holders can reveal the presence of a specialized devotional focus—which may have
attracted pilgrims.9 Earlier medieval land grants and records of donations can provide
clues to the patron’s wishes but such charters are often disappointingly brief. A long list
of potential documents provide clues to pilgrims in the parish, though the uneven
survival of such records makes it difficult to conduct a broad-based search. Instead,
textual records should be consulted in a systematic fashion once a potential pilgrim
parish has been identified through other means.

8
As Webb notes, "It is clear … that there was a great deal of pilgrimage which never received any kind of
official sanction, except that of the blind eye, and undoubtedly there was much that has left no record at all." Webb,
Pilgrimage in Medieval England, xvi.
9
Though Marks observes, “Wills are far less helpful than material objects in the form of pilgrim badges
and amulets when it comes to evaluating pilgrimage cults…” Marks, Image and Devotion, 6-7.
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Visual and Material Culture
The most obvious features of a pilgrimage destination include surviving or
documented evidence of a saint’s physical remains, such as tombs, reliquaries, and / or
relics. Countless relics were destroyed during the English Reformation, though a few
reliquaries do survive in museums and private collections. It is possible that reliquaries
without a confirmed origin actually came from a parish church rather than a cathedral
or monastic pilgrim destination, as may otherwise be assumed. In such a case, the
provenance of these reliquaries may have remained unknown due to broad
assumptions regarding the prevalence of pilgrims in the parish.
Archaeological investigations in the course of church renovations may also yield
important evidence. For example, remains identified as St. Eanswythe were discovered
in her namesake church in Folkestone, Kent in the late 19th century.10 Setting aside the
question of the skeleton’s identity, the presence of a specially entombed figure lends
weight to a longstanding local pilgrimage tradition. An ornate coffin and special place
of burial may simply reflect the financial wealth of the deceased, rather than spiritual
primacy. However, the future discovery of specially-entombed remains should prompt
a study of pilgrimage possibilities at the site, even if such possibilities are ultimately
dismissed.

10. The saint and her larger story have been the focus of a recent research project. See Canterbury
Christchurch University, Finding Eanswythe, https://findingeanswythe.uk/ (accessed 15 October, 2021).
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Not all pilgrimage destinations featured the physical remains of a saint: latemedieval pilgrimage often focused on a sacred image.11 That is, worshipers obtained the
spiritual benefits of being in the presence of a holy person’s remains by reflecting upon
a painting, statue, or other image which invoked the memory of the holy person.12 Such
a radical shift made pilgrimage more accessible to would-be local pilgrims and to the
parish congregations who wished to attract them. This trend should indicate that parish
pilgrimage sites were commonplace in the later medieval era, but their exact locations
remain largely unknown. While every image of a saint can instruct or inspire, not all
were reputed to work miracles. When searching for pilgrims in the parish, look for
surviving or documented devotional images that are set apart from a typical decorative
program. That is, a church with a coherent iconographic scheme may depart from its
typical theme to depict a locally significant saint in a special work of art. Such images
can include statues, paintings, rood screens or rood beams. The pilgrimage possibilities
of the rood are rich. Madeleine Gray points out, “Many…roods attracted pilgrims.
Twenty-seven Welsh poems survive to fifteen Welsh roods, most of them in parish
churches.”13 A search for rood pilgrimage along the borderlands in Herefordshire may
be similarly fruitful.

11. Duffy, Stripping of the Altars, 167; Marks, Image and Devotion, 211.
12
Not to mention churches built in imitation of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, in which the
architectural form itself drew pilgrims. See Catherine E. Hundley, “The People of Holy Sepulchre, Cambridge in the
Twelfth Century.” In Cambridge: College, Church and City (British Archaeological Association Conference
Transactions 2018), edited by Helen Lunnon and Gabriel Byng (Abingdon: Routledge, 2022), 69-85.
13. Gray, “The Parish Church in Later Medieval Wales,” 200.
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While some images provided a devotional focus for pilgrims, the broader
iconographic program of a church could reinforce the primacy of a particular saint.
Surviving or documented stained glass, sculpture, and wall paintings offer evidence of
forgotten pilgrims in two different ways. First, the repeated depiction of a saint in one
or more media may indicate that the parish hosted a shrine to this saint, even if all other
evidence has been lost. Second, the appearance of a local saint or other less-commonly
depicted holy person might serve as the only surviving evidence of a once-thriving local
shrine. The iconographic evidence for pilgrims in the parish was probably rich
throughout the country, though limited survivals have obscured the importance of such
iconography beyond the shrine itself.14
In addition to relics or images held by the parish church, evidence for pilgrimage
can be linked closely with the pilgrims themselves. Pilgrims carried home souvenirs
such as badges and ampullae in great numbers, and sometimes dropped them along the
way.15 Such souvenirs are generally associated with larger pilgrimage destinations
rather than with smaller, parochial shrines, though the possibility of parochial
souvenirs deserves closer study. While many pilgrim souvenirs in museum collections

14

For a cathedral analogue, see the cycle of Becket windows at Canterbury.
15. Whether the items were deposited deliberately in rivers or fields, or simply lost along the journey,
remains a matter of debate. Brian Spencer, Pilgrim Souvenirs and Secular Badges. Medieval Finds from
Excavations in London: 7 (London: HMSO, 1998); Sarah Blick, “Bringing Pilgrimage Home: The Production,
Iconography, and Domestic Use of Late-Medieval Devotional Objects by Ordinary People,” Religions 2019 (10:6),
7; Jennifer Lee, "Medieval Pilgrims’ Badges in Rivers: The Curious History of a Non-theory,” Journal of Art
Historiography 11 (December 2014), 1-11; William Anderson, "Blessing the Fields? A Study of Late-medieval
Ampullae from England and Wales,” Medieval Archaeology 54 (2010), 197-200.
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have been identified with a particular location, the provenance of others remain
unknown.16 Local manufacturers may have crafted parochial souvenirs but so few
survive that their iconography is now obscure.17
Additionally, pilgrim-related graffiti could be found at a wide variety of sites.18
As Matthew Champion and the Norfolk Medieval Graffiti Survey have shown, close
inspection with a raking light can still reveal the prayerful priorities of medieval
worshipers.19 Using the Norfolk Medieval Graffiti Survey as a model, church-spotters
can seek out and catalog the incised markings in their own churches. If graffiti in a
particular church reveals a consistent theme, it may be related to a long-forgotten
pilgrimage practice. Champion points out that incised feet, hands, and other graffiti
sometimes served as ex voto offerings in pilgrim destinations, though not all such
carvings have been reliably identified with a pilgrim presence.20 In addition to graffiti,
other types of incised carvings include masons’ marks and consecration crosses; one

16. Images of English pilgrim souvenirs in the British Museum collection have been digitized by The
Digital Pilgrim Project at Cambridge. Amy Jeffs and Gabriel Byng, “The Digital Pilgrim Project: 3D Modeling and
GIS Mapping Medieval Badges at the British Museum,” Peregrinations 6:2 (2017), 80-90; The Digital Pilgrim
Project, https://www.hoart.cam.ac.uk/research/past-projects/the-digital-pilgrim-project (accessed 15 February,
2022). See also pilgrim souvenirs catalogued through the Portable Antiquities Scheme,
https://finds.org.uk/database/search/results/q/pilgrim (accessed 22 March, 2022). At this writing, the PAS has
recorded 12 ampullae in Herefordshire.
17. The Kunera database of pilgrim souvenirs lists 17 known English sites which produced pilgrim badges
or ampullae, including the parish churches of St. Julian, Norwich and St. Mary, North Marston (Bucks.) Radboud
Universiteit, Kunera, https://database.kunera.nl/en/kaart (accessed 22 March, 2022). As a further complication,
Blick notes that it can be difficult to differentiate between a private amulet and a pilgrim souvenir if the objects
share common iconography. Blick, “Bringing Pilgrimage Home,” 8.
18. See the Peregrinations special issue on medieval graffiti and badges. Peregrinations VI:1 (Spring
2017), https://peregrinations.kenyon.edu/2017/05/01/volume-vi-issue-1-spring-2017/ (accessed 15 February, 2022).
19. Matthew Champion, Medieval Graffiti: The Lost Voice of England’s Churches (London: Ebury Press,
2015); Norfolk Medieval Graffiti Survey, http://www.medieval-graffiti.co.uk/ (accessed 15 February 2022).
20. Champion, Medieval Graffiti, 170-72.

49
https://digital.kenyon.edu/perejournal/vol8/iss3/3

Hundley

church can contain all three types of carvings, and pilgrim graffiti may only become
apparent after completing a careful inventory.

Case Studies
It is possible to test this method of finding pilgrims in the parish by analyzing
two Herefordshire churches: the Nativity of the Blessed Virgin Mary in Madley and St.
Mary the Virgin in Marden.21 Both of these churches are associated with medieval
parishioners and pilgrims and they share several similar features. Churches at Madley
and Marden include dedicated pilgrimage spaces, 13th-century naves, and 14th-century
polygonal apses.22 Priests from nearby Hereford Cathedral staffed both churches, and

21. Not to be confused with Madeley in Shropshire or Marden in Wiltshire, Sussex, or Kent. Thanks to
James Alexander Cameron for initially drawing my attention to the crypt at Madley.
22. The Royal Commission suggests that Marden’s chancel served as a model for the one at Madley, but
Richard Morris argues that Madley predates Marden and that Madley was inspired by the polygonal apse at the
Tewksbury Lady Chapel. RCHME, An Inventory of the Historical Monuments in Herefordshire, Vol. 2, East
(London: HMSO, 1932), British History Online, https://www.british-history.ac.uk/rchme/heref/vol2/xxv-xxxii
(accessed 16 March, 2021); R.K. Morris, “The Mason of Madley, Allensmere, and Eaton Bishop,” Woolhope
Naturalists’ Field Club XLI pt. 2 (1974): 187.
Polygonal apses were never common in England, though examples are known across architectural eras.
Anglo-Saxon examples could be found at Wing, Brixworth, Deerhurst, and Reculver, with Anglo-Norman examples
at the Ludlow Castle chapel (excavated), Dymock parish church (replaced), the cathedrals of Gloucester (replaced)
and Tewksbury, as well as polygonal apsidioles at the cathedrals of Worcester, Gloucester, and Exeter. A polygonal
apse at Lincoln Cathedral was built in the late 12th century, but replaced with a rectilinear east end by the mid-13th
century. 13th-century examples could be found at Hailes and Pershore abbeys, as well as the Lady Chapel at
Westminster. The closest contemporaries to Madley and Marden were the 14th-century polygonal apses at Wells
Cathedral and the parish church at Bluntisham (Cambs.). Chapel apses or apsidioles could be found in the cathedrals
at Chester, Tewksbury (demolished), and Lichfield and the parish churches at Chesterfield and Patrington. It is
unusual, then, to find a 14th-century polygonal east end, and even more surprising to find two parish churches with
this feature within just a few miles of one another, as at Madley and Marden. H. M. Taylor, Anglo-Saxon
Architecture Vol. 3 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978), 1028; Eric Fernie, The Architecture of Norman
England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 248; Francis Bond, Gothic Architecture in England (London: B.T.
Batsford, 1906), 154 and 158; William Page, ed., A History of the County of Gloucester: Volume 2, VCH (London:
Archibald Constable, 1907), British History Online, https://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/glos/vol2/pp96-99
(accessed 30 April, 2021); A. T. Thacker and C. P. Lewis, eds., A History of the County of Chester: Volume 5 Part
2, the City of Chester: Culture, Buildings, Institutions, (London, 2005), British History Online, https://www.britishhistory.ac.uk/vch/ches/vol5/pt2/pp185-204 (accessed 30 April, 2021); James Alexander Cameron, Sedilia in
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both parishes date to at least the 12th century. While Madley and Marden can both be
described as pilgrimage churches, it is more accurate to refer to them as parish churches
which welcomed pilgrims. A close look at their architecture reveals that the builders of
both churches prioritized parish convenience while maximizing pilgrim accessibility.
Their specific methods of accommodating pilgrims—and the surviving types of
evidence for a pilgrim presence—are different. By applying the foregoing methodology
to each site, this article will show that non-textual evidence can be just as valuable as
written documentation in the search for pilgrims in the parish.

Madley: Nativity of the Blessed Virgin Mary
Pilgrims were active at Madley from at least the early 14th century, though the
origins of the church are obscure. The earliest standing building fabric at Madley
comprises the 12th-century north porch (formerly the north transept), the upper walls of
the nave arcade, and the lower western wall of the south chapel; it is unclear if an

Medieval England (Ph.D. thesis, Courtauld Institute, 2015), 106-07; John Maddison, “The Architectural
Development of Patrington Church and its Place in the Evolution of the Decorated Style in Yorkshire,” in Medieval
Art and Architecture in the East Riding of Yorkshire, British Archaeological Association Conference Transactions 9,
ed. C. Wilson (Leeds: W.S. Maney & Sons, 1989), 141.
A rare architectural feature invites the viewer to consider whether such an architectural choice reflected a
specialized use. Could a polygonal apse serve as a pilgrim signal? The polygonal apse at Wing (Bucks.) sat above a
rubble-vaulted crypt, and its original means of egress suggests that the church became a popular pilgrim destination.
Though only the exterior door remains in use today, visitors could originally access the crypt through doors on either
side of the chancel or via a door on the south exterior of the apse. The chamber itself does not allow for crowds of
worshipers to gather in the space, but it presages the efficiency of the Madley crypt in its traffic management design.
However, not every polygonal apse in England featured a crypt, and not every pilgrimage destination featured a
polygonal apse. John Maddison has linked polygonal apses with a dedication to Mary, though there were countless
square-ended churches dedicated to the Virgin. Anglo-Saxon, Anglo-Norman, and English Gothic polygonal apses
seem to share nothing but their form—though additional research may reveal unexpected commonalities.
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earlier church existed on the site.23 (Fig. 1) The Royal Commission dates the transeptal
church to the middle of the 12th century, though W.E.H. Clarke argues that this iteration
of the church was built “about 1120 or perhaps a little earlier.”24 Neither Clarke nor the
Royal Commission support their dating assertions with close analysis, but Clarke’s
estimate is more accurate: the upper walls of the nave arcade feature small clerestory
windows with wide interior splays which are indicative of a late 11th- or early 12thcentury date. (Fig. 2)

Figure 1 Nativity of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Madley. The north porch
incorporates the 12th-century north transept. Photo by Catherine E. Hundley.
23. RCHME, An Inventory of the Historical Monuments in Herefordshire, Vol. 1, Southwest (London,
1931), British History Online, https://www.british-history.ac.uk/rchme/heref/vol1/pp191-199 (accessed 16 March
2021). The Royal Commission argues that the lower walls of the 14 th-century south chapel are the remnants of the
12th-century south transept, and I agree with their assessment due to the offset of the upper portion of the chapel’s
western wall.
24. RCHME, Herefordshire 1, 191-99; W.E.H. Clarke, “Madley Church,” Woolhope Naturalists’ Field
Club (1914-1917), 106; The Building News, August 17 (1877), 148. The cruciform plan of the 12th-century church
was confirmed during renovations in 1877.
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Figure 2 Nativity of the
Blessed Virgin Mary, Madley.
Arcades were cut into the
earlier nave walls. Surviving
clerestory windows with
wide interior splays indicate
a nave construction date in
the late 11th or early 12th c.
Photo by Catherine E.
Hundley.

The area around Madley is associated with St. Dyfrig, also known as St.
Dubricius or Dubritius. Indeed, the saint continues to play an important role in
contemporary parish life: a large-scale cycle of paintings depicting the life of Dubricius
was installed in the church as recently as 2012.25 Dyfrig was born in Madley and died
around 525.26 His relics were at Llandaff as of 1120 and his earliest surviving Life dates

25. “Paintings of Dubricius by Ed Kelly,”
http://www.wyedoreparishes.org.uk/Madley_files/StDubricius.htm (accessed 15 February 2022).
26. David E. Thornton, “Dyfrig [St Dyfrig, Dubricius],” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography,
https://doi-org.proxy01.its.virginia.edu/10.1093/ref:odnb/8124 (accessed 6 May, 2021).
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to the same era.27 Written in the mid-12th century, The Book of Llandaff recounts the story
of Dyfrig’s birth and explains that there is “a spot where a stone is placed in testimony
of the wonderful nativity of the boy; and the place is called Madle, because therein was
born the holy man.”28 The home village of a saint would provide an appealing site for
pilgrims, and perhaps Dyfrig founded a church at Madley—though no physical
evidence of such a structure has been found.29 The Book of Llandaff does include a story
ascribed to the 7th century in which two men agree to go to the church of St. Dubritius at
Madley.30 W.D. Barber observes that this vignette “is the only early reference to
Madley” and he is skeptical that a 7th-century church existed on the site.31 Yet, the
uncorroborated story introduces the possibility that the village of Madley hosted a
church or even the relics of a local saint centuries before pilgrims flocked to its
polygonal crypt. In that case, the site of Dyfrig’s own nativity provides a link with the

27. W. D. Barber, “The Book of Llandaff and Herefordshire Place Names,” Woolhope Naturalists’ Field
Club (1914-1917), 161-62; S. Baring-Gould and J. Fisher, eds. The Lives of the British Saints: The Saints of Wales
and Cornwall and Such Irish Saints as have Dedications in Britain (London: Printed by C.J. Clark for the
Honourable Society of Cymmrodorion, 1907-13), II: 359-82; Thornton, “Dyfrig [St Dyfrig, Dubricius],” ODNB.
Thornton explains that Dyfrig does appear in lives of other saints, including a Life of Saint Samson, c. 750.
28. The Liber Landavensis, ed. & trans. William J. Rees. Society for the Publication of Ancient Welsh
Manuscripts (Llandovery: W. Rees, 1840), 323.
29. Baring-Gould and Fisher credit Dyfrig with founding approximately two dozen churches, and they
surmise that Llan Efrddyl was actually located at Madley. The assumption that pilgrims sought Dyfrig at Madley has
become part of local tradition. Baring-Gould and Fisher, eds., The Lives of the British Saints, II:369; “Madley
Church,” Visit Herefordshire, https://www.visitherefordshire.co.uk/things-to-do/heritage-andnature/chuches/show/madley-church (accessed 15 February, 2022).
30. Liber Landavensis, 445.
31. Barber, “The Book of Llandaff and Herefordshire Place Names,” 161-62.
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later church dedication to the Nativity of the Blessed Virgin Mary.32 Once affiliates of
Hereford Cathedral gained control of Madley, they could not be expected to perpetuate
a cult associated with their rivals at Llandaff.33 Changing the focus of devotion from the
birthplace of a local saint to a cult centered on the birth of the Virgin Mary herself
would be an elegant solution to the problem—if an earlier church had been built on the
site. Still, the existence of a pre-Conquest church at Madley has not been confirmed
through archaeological investigation.
The Domesday Survey does not mention the presence of a church at Madley, but
the survey is far from consistent in recording local churches. Domesday records that
Earl Harold held Madley in 1066, and the bishop and canons of Hereford held the land
twenty years later.34 The transeptal church at Madley dates to the early 12th century, and
the church was served by Hereford Cathedral prebendaries by at least 1187.35 Within a

32. The dedication to the Nativity of the Virgin Mary is unusual: Francis Bond counts only twelve such
dedications in England. Of course, dedication evidence should always be used with caution due to potential changes
over time. When only one parish church served a village, medieval texts generally refer to the site as “[Village
name] Church,” making it difficult to confirm that a church’s current dedication was in use in the medieval era. As
discussed below, a 14th-century text refers to the statue at Madley as depicting “Blessed Mary, glorious virgin”
rather than the nativity of the virgin. Mary is not described as a baby herself, and her mother, St. Anne, is not
mentioned at all. The miracle-working specialty of the cult at Madley has not been recorded, though Roberta
Gilchrist points out that women did go on pilgrimage in order to pray for increased fertility—particularly at shrines
dedicated to St. Anne and even St. Thomas Cantilupe. Cantilupe’s primary shrine was located at Hereford Cathedral,
just over six and a half miles from Madley. A would-be mother on pilgrimage to Hereford could easily stop at
Madley on her way to or from home. The specific dedication of the church to the Nativity of the Blessed Virgin
Mary may emphasize the specialty of the miracle-working statue in the crypt of the Madley church, and the
Hereford priests and canons in charge of the shrine were well-placed to make the devotional connection explicit.
Francis Bond, Dedications and Patron Saints of English Churches (Oxford: Oxford University Press 1914), 31;
Roberta Gilchrist, Medieval Life: Archaeology and the Life Course (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2012), 134.
33. Thornton notes that the Book of Llandaff claims Dyfrig as an early bishop of Llandaff, but that this
assertion is incorrect. Thornton, “Dyfrig [St Dyfrig, Dubricius], ODNB.
34. “Madley” in Open Domesday, ed. Anna Powell-Smith,
https://opendomesday.org/place/SO4138/madley (accessed 1 May, 2021); Fasti Ecclesiae Anglicanae 1066-1300:
Volume 8, Hereford, ed. J S Barrow (London, 2002), 34-35.
35. Fasti Ecclesiae 8, 34-35.
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few years, the bishop of Hereford granted the church outright to the cathedral chapter,
and it was appropriated by c. 1200.36 The grant must have been controversial, for the
dean and chapter of Hereford Cathedral received papal confirmation of their ownership
in 1219 and again in 1246.37 Secure in their property holdings, the chapter embarked
upon building campaigns in the 13th and 14th centuries. The 14th-century renovation
forms the core of the architectural evidence for the presence of pilgrims in the parish at
Madley.

Madley: Building Fabric
The multi-phased building history with features for both pilgrims and
parishioners shows that Madley successfully attracted both types of worshipers for
generations. The 12th-century transeptal church was expanded significantly in the early
13th century to include a longer nave, arcades, north and south aisles, western tower,
and a new chancel, while the 13th-century chancel was replaced by the current
polygonal chancel and crypt in the early 14th century; the form of the original chancel

36. English Episcopal Acta 7: Hereford 1079-1234, ed. J.S. Barrow (Published for the British Academy by
Oxford University Press, 1993), 146-47, no. 201; 190-91, no. 254; A.T. Bannister, The Cathedral Church of
Hereford, its History and Constitution (London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1924), 75. Barrow
dates the grant to c. 1195-98 and the confirmation to c. 1200-01. Bannister offers a concise definition of
appropriation: “By this practice the ecclesiastical patrons of the benefice became its rector, taking the whole income
of the church, subject only to the reservation about one-third for the maintenance of a vicar.”
37. Jane E. Sayers, “Letters of Honorius III” in Papal Government and England during the Pontificate of
Honorius III (1216-1227) (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 218, no. 8; Charters and records of
Hereford cathedral, transcribed and ed. with an introduction by William W. Capes (Hereford: Wilson and Phillips,
1908), 48-49, 78.
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Figure 3 Nativity of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Madley. 13c
arcade and aisles, looking toward the 14th century polygonal
apse. Photo by Catherine E. Hundley.
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Figure 4 Nativity of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Madley. 14th-century
polygonal apse. Photo by Catherine E. Hundley.
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has not been confirmed by excavation.38 (Figs. 3- 4) This series of building campaigns
reveals a high level of prosperity in the parish, and it can offer a clue to the presence of
additional worshipers. Madley’s expanded nave made room for a growing parochial
congregation as well as pilgrim visitors. While transeptal altars could host a limited
number of pilgrims at one time, side aisles accommodated pilgrim traffic more
effectively; a crypt with efficient egress was accessible to even more pilgrims. Satisfied
pilgrims bring donations, and such donations funded the construction of Madley’s 14thcentury east end, as discussed below.
Madley’s polygonal crypt is designed perfectly for pilgrims: it is spacious and it
offers easy circulation.39 (Fig. 5) Devotees entered the nave through the north porch or
the west tower. (Fig. 6) The north door provides a direct route to the north aisle, which
leads to the north crypt stairway: the north door was probably the primary pilgrim
entrance. Pilgrims could then exit the crypt by the south crypt stairs, through the nave
via the south aisle, and then through the south nave door or west tower door. The
narrow width of the crypt stairs prohibits two-way traffic. (Fig. 7) Alternatively,
pilgrims entered or exited the crypt directly from the exterior door. (Fig. 8) Unlike a
typical subterranean crypt, the chamber at Madley is above ground and filled with

38. The RCHME dates the primary building campaign to the “early C13” while Clarke dates it more
specifically to c. 1220. RCHME, Herefordshire 1, 191-199; Clarke, “Madley Church,” 107-09. I accept a date
within the first third of the 13th century.
39. Richard Morris also comments upon the ease of pilgrim circulation allowed by the crypt. R.K. Morris,
“The Mason of Madley, Allensmore, and Eaton Bishop,” 180.
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Figure 5 Nativity of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Madley. 14th-century crypt, looking SE
as one enters the crypt via the north stairway. Photo by Catherine E. Hundley.

light, due to the sloping elevation of the site. (Fig. 9) The exterior door in the crypt
allowed pilgrims to access the crypt chapel directly without disturbing the parish
service upstairs. Most importantly, the crypt door eased traffic flow on busy days. The
door is oriented toward the southeast, so those exiting will naturally walk around the
south side of the nave, easing traffic for those entering the nave via the main north door.
Multiple methods of egress indicate that the shrine at Madley attracted significant
numbers of pilgrims at least some of the time.
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Figure 6 Nativity of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Madley. Plan after the Royal
Commission on the Historical Monuments of England, An Inventory of the Historical
Monuments in Herefordshire, Vol. 1, Southwest (London: HMSO, 1931), 191 (fig. 75).
Doorways highlighted in yellow.

Madley: Landscape
Even without surviving documentation, the architecture of the church at Madley
proclaims the presence of pilgrims. The extraordinary polygonal crypt, its dual
staircases, and its exterior door all speak to an active pilgrim destination within the
parish church. Moreover, Madley was easily accessible to travelers. It was located six
and a half miles from the shrine of St. Thomas Cantilupe at Hereford-–a major
pilgrimage destination. Sarah Brown describes Hereford as “the most important pilgrim
destination in the west of England” in the years surrounding Thomas Cantilupe’s
61
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Figure 7 (Left) Nativity of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Madley. North stairway leading down into
the crypt. Photo by Catherine E. Hundley.
Figure 8 (Right) Nativity of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Madley. 14th-century crypt, looking toward
SE door. Photo by Catherine E. Hundley.

canonization in 1320; she explicitly links the contemporary reconstruction of the Madley
chancel with the success of the Hereford cult.40 Under the ownership of the dean and

40. Sarah Brown, “The Fourteenth-Century Stained Glass of Madley” in Medieval Art, Architecture, and
Archaeology at Hereford (British Archaeological Association, 1995), 122-23.
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Figure 9 Nativity of
the Blessed Virgin
Mary, Madley. 14thcentury chancel and
crypt, from the SE.
Photo by Catherine E.
Hundley.

chapter of Hereford Cathedral, the parish church of the Nativity of the Blessed Virgin
Mary became an important pilgrimage destination in its own right, fitting within a
63
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property portfolio that supported the cathedral’s financial and religious priorities.
Hereford-bound pilgrims may have stopped at Madley as a way to maximize their
devotional journey. Alternatively, local pilgrims who lived southwest or northeast of
the church could have made a day trip via Stone Street, a former Roman road which
passes through Madley but which does not connect to Hereford.41 With this context in
mind, neighboring parish churches should be assessed for architectural, artistic,
material, or documentary evidence related to a pilgrim shrine, however small.
The location of granges, markets, fairs, and other gathering places can also
provide clues to pilgrims in the parish. Pilgrim traffic provides a strong customer base,
and a successful shrine may motivate villagers to host a market or fair. Conversely,
casual pilgrims may decide to visit the church on market day. Religious and secular
success therefore reinforce one another. For example, Madley hosted a grange that
served as a collection point for tithes from other neighboring churches held by the
Hereford Cathedral chapter.42 By 1312, Madley was authorized to hold both a market
and a fair.43 The village’s growing importance as a regional destination was linked
closely with the rise in pilgrim traffic. In turn, pilgrim offerings enabled the
construction of the polygonal apse and crypt. By analyzing the parish churches in

41. Heather Hurley, The Old Roads of South Herefordshire (Newent, Gloucs.:The Pound House, 1992), 12.
42. Charters and Records of Hereford Cathedral, vii.
43. 'Herefordshire', in Gazetteer of Markets and Fairs in England and Wales To 1516, ed. Samantha Letters
(Kew, 2005), British History Online, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/list-index-soc/markets-fairs-gazetteer-to1516/herefordshire (accessed 1 May, 2021).
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villages and towns which hosted markets, fairs, and granges, additional pilgrim
destinations may still be discovered.

Madley: Texts
The most important textual evidence for pilgrimage to Madley is found in a
documented image of the Virgin Mary—although the word “pilgrim” is not actually
used in the text. The records of Hereford Cathedral for 1318 clarify a dispute regarding
offerings made “to a certain image of the Blessed Mary, glorious virgin, standing below
the entrance in the north part of the church (cuidam ymagini beate Marie, virginis gloriose,
stanti infra hostium ipsius ecclesie ex parte boreali).”44 The term ymago can refer specifically
to a statue, or it can refer to any other type of image.45 The trunk which held the
offerings was located under the feet of the image (truncoque sub ejusdem pedibus existenti
pro hujusmodi oblacionibus ibidem provenientibus deponendis), which indicates that Mary
was depicted in a three-dimensional statue, rather than in a painting or other twodimensional image.46 The statue of Mary does not survive, so it is impossible to offer
any dating assessment of the cult’s origin based upon stylistic analysis of the sculpture.
The exact location of the statue is also a matter of interpretation. The term infra is

44. Charters and Records of Hereford Cathedral, 183-84. Full text available at
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.39015012364686&view=1up&seq=239 (accessed 1 May, 2021). The
translation is my own.
45
The ambiguity of the term is also pointed out by Marks, Image and Devotion, 18. For studies of
pilgrimage to other images of Mary, see Marks, Image and Devotion, 190-199.
46. Charters and Records of Hereford Cathedral, 183-84. The translation is my own.
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commonly translated “below,” though it can also mean “within.” Similarly, hostium
means “door” or “entrance.” Depending upon the interpretation of the text, the statue
of the Virgin was either located within the north doorway, or it stood to the west of the
north entrance—a location which reads as “below” the north doorway in a church
oriented to the east. Most importantly, all of these variations in meaning reveal that
pilgrims frequented the church at Madley before the crypt was built. In fact, their
donations made the expansion of the church possible.47
The 1318 document ensured that Madley’s parishioners knew that any offerings
made at Mary’s feet were earmarked “for the work and fabric of the new chancel of the
church (ad opus et fabricam novi cancelli ecclesie).”48 The 1318 charter reflects the
assumption that the lay congregation was responsible for upkeep of the nave, while the
rector of the church was in charge of maintaining or improving the chancel. This
division of labor was practiced in England as early as 1224, but did not become a
prevailing custom until the end of that century.49 As Carol Davidson Cragoe points out,
chancel repairs were then financed through tithe income, while the laity funded repairs
to the nave and aisles through other means.50 The controversy regarding pilgrim
donations at Madley could represent a genuine misunderstanding of the changed

47. A connection made explicit by W.E.H. Clarke and Richard Morris. Clarke, “Madley Church,” 113;
Morris, “The Mason of Madley, Allensmere, and Eaton Bishop,” 180.
48. Charters and Records of Hereford Cathedral, 184. The translation is my own.
49. Carol Davidson Cragoe, “The Custom of the English Church: Parish Church Maintenance in England
Before 1300,” Journal of Medieval History 36 (2010), 32.
50. Davidson Cragoe, “The Custom of the English Church,” 37.
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practice, a display of willful ignorance by the laity, or an over-reach by the canons. The
statue’s location somewhere near the north door indicates that it was placed in the
nave—the domain of the laity. The statue’s reputation drew enough donations to
construct a new east end, and the popularity of the statue suggests that Hereford
canons played a role in facilitating pilgrim traffic. The dean and chapter of Hereford
Cathedral exercised their rights to the offerings, applying them to the construction of
the polygonal apse and crypt. The devotional focus of the crypt is now lost, but it is
reasonable to surmise that the sacred statue of the Virgin was moved to a new home
beneath the new chancel. While such a change would ease the flow of pilgrims to the
shrine, it would also ensure that the statue’s new location was firmly within the rectors’
domain at the east end of the church.

Madley: Visual and Material Culture
No material evidence for pilgrimage to Madley, such as relics, reliquaries, or
pilgrim souvenirs, is known. A comprehensive search for medieval graffiti has not been
carried out, though masons’ marks have been found on the nave arcades.51 Additional
incised carvings are visible on the south exterior wall of the nave, though they appear to
be post-medieval.

51. RCHME, An Inventory of the Historical Monuments of Herefordshire, Vol. 3, North West (London:
HMSO, 1934), British History Online, https://www.british-history.ac.uk/rchme/heref/vol3/pp221-222 (accessed 15
February, 2022).

67
https://digital.kenyon.edu/perejournal/vol8/iss3/3

Hundley

The surviving medieval decorative scheme of the church at Madley is
fragmentary, and partial wall paintings survive above the chancel arch on either side of
the rood opening. (Fig. 10) The faded images are difficult to read from the ground, but
R.E. Kaske has identified the scenes as: Jesus’s appearance to Mary Magdalene after the
Resurrection; the Harrowing of Hell; Christ in Majesty surrounded by the symbols of
the Evangelists; Jesus as the Man of Sorrows; the Adoration of the Magi; and a fragment
of the Last Supper.52 Neither surviving nor documented wall paintings or stained glass
contain imagery related to the nativity of Mary.
Significant panels of medieval glass do survive in the chancel windows, in
addition to a collection of reset fragments.53 Some of the surviving panels amplify the
scenes painted above the chancel arch, including the Adoration of the Magi, the Last
Supper, and the women at the tomb after the Resurrection; additional figures have been
linked to a probable Tree of Jesse.54 Although Mary does appear in 13th-century panels
related to the life of Jesus, Sarah Brown hypothesizes that the Virgin must have played a
more significant role in the 14th-century glazing of the chancel.55 If so, any such imagery

52. R. E. Kaske, “Some Newly Discovered Wall-Paintings at Madley, Herefordshire,” Traditio 24 (1968),
464-71. Kaske notes that the paintings have not been whitewashed, but the age of the paintings and poor condition
of the underlying plaster result in their faded appearance; some sections have been defaced deliberately.
53. Corpus Vitrearum Medii Aevi,
https://www.cvma.ac.uk/jsp/location.do?locationKey=1236&mode=LOCATION (accessed 15 February, 2022);
“Madley,” in The Online Stained Glass Photography Archive,
https://www.therosewindow.com/pilot/Madley/Ew.htm (accessed 15 February, 2022).
54. George Marshall, “Ancient Glass in Madley Church,” Woolhope Naturalists’ Field Club (1924), 69-70;
Brown, “The Fourteenth-Century Stained Glass of Madley,” 127, 129 n. 4. Marshall identifies two other panels as
scenes from the life of St. George, while Brown identifies one with St. John the Evangelist and the other, possibly,
as the raising of Drusiana.
55. Brown, “The Fourteenth-Century Stained Glass of Madley,” 125.
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Figure 10 Nativity of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Madley. Faded wall paintings above
the chancel arch. Photo by Catherine E. Hundley.
has been lost.
No medieval depictions of the local saint Dyfrig are recorded at the church. St.
Ethelbert was memorialized in the glass at Madley, but the Ethelbert window is no
longer extant.56 While Ethelbert’s primary shrine was housed at Hereford Cathedral, his
associated well was in the neighboring church of Marden, as discussed below. Perhaps
Madley hosted an auxiliary shrine to the royal saint, or the Hereford canons used their
church at Madley to heighten pilgrim anticipation for Ethelbert’s primary shrine at the

56. Marshall, “Ancient Glass in Madley Church,” 67; Brown, “The Fourteenth-Century Stained Glass of
Madley,” 125.
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cathedral. In this way, the churches of Madley and Marden, both held by Hereford
Cathedral, worked together to provide a branded pilgrim experience under the
watchful protection of St. Mary.

Marden: St. Mary the Virgin (or St. Ethelbert)
Now dedicated to St. Mary the Virgin, the church at Marden is also known as St.
Ethelbert’s.57 (Fig. 11) A dedication to a particular saint does not promise the presence
of the saint’s shrine, but at Marden, the church’s origins are deeply embedded with
Ethelbert’s story.58 Even today, the modern parish identifies as a former pilgrimage site
related to the nearby murder of St. Ethelbert.59 Ethelbert, the young king of East Anglia,
was murdered by King Offa in 794, as recorded in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.60 The ASC
does not identify the place of the murder, but three 12th-century hagiographers state
that Ethelbert was buried on the bank of the River Lugg.61 Located immediately
adjacent to the Lugg, Marden Church would be the perfect location for Ethelbert’s
shrine; the textual evidence for this story will be discussed in greater detail, below.

57. A Topographical Dictionary of England, ed. Samuel Lewis (London, 1848), British History Online,
http://www.british-history.ac.uk/topographical-dict/england/pp253-257 (accessed 16 March, 2021).
58. Bond counts a total of sixteen churches dedicated to St. Ethelbert. Bond, Dedications and Patron Saints
of English Churches, 39.
59. Church pamphlet: “St Mary the Virgin: A Tour of the Church,” n.p., n.d.
60. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, translated and edited by Michael Swanton (New York: Routledge, 1996),
54-55.
61. Anonymous Passio, Corpus Christi College Cambridge MS 308, in M.R. James, “Two Lives of St.
Ethelbert, King and Martyr,” The English Historical Review, Vol. 32, No. 126 (April 1917), 236-44; Osbert of
Clare, Life of St Ethelbert, Gotha, Landesbibliothek, MS 1. 81, in Brian Briggs, The Life and Works of Osbert of
Clare (Ph.D. Thesis, St Andrews University, 2004), 214-48; Gerald of Wales, Life of St Ethelbert, Cambridge
Trinity College MS [unidentified] and Cotton MS Vitellius E.vii in James, “Two Lives of Ethelbert,” 222-35.
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Figue 11 St. Mary the Virgin / St. Ethelbert, Marden. 13th-century nave, arcade, and
aisles, looking toward 14c polygonal apse. Photo by Catherine E. Hundley.

Today, the earliest visible church fabric dates to the 13th century, but a parish
church at Marden was recorded in the first third of the 12th century.62 The plan and
materials of this church are not documented. It is possible that a timber-framed church
at Marden was built during the Anglo-Saxon era, though its remains do not survive.63
Domesday does not mention a church at Marden but, as with Madley, this omission

62. English Episcopal Acta 7, 50, no. 55
63. George Marshall, “Some Notes on Marden Church co. Hereford,” Woolhope Naturalists’ Field Club
(1914-17), 206.
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may not be consequential.64 In 1066, Marden was held by King Edward; land in the area
was granted to Cormeilles Abbey by William Fitz Osbern as early as 1067, though
William’s grant and the charters of Cormeilles are lost.65 The Marden parish church was
at the center of a local dispute in 1132, nonetheless it is unclear whether the monks of
Cormeilles inherited or built a church at Marden.66 This must be the same church which
both King Henry II and Pope Alexander III confirmed to the monks of Cormeilles.67 By
1195, the church at Marden came under local control when the Priory of Cormeilles
granted the church to the Hereford Cathedral Chapter.68 As with the church at Madley,
the Hereford chapter sought and received papal confirmation of the grant in 1219 and
again in 1246.69
As with Madley, the canons of Hereford Cathedral completely rebuilt the church
at Marden once they gained secure ownership of the site. The nave and aisles of the
Marden church date to the early 13th century, c. 1220-30.70 In 1286, the vicarage of
Marden was given to Edward I.71 As noted above, changing practices regarding chancel
upkeep placed responsibility for the east end of the church with the holder of the

64. “Marden” in Open Domesday, ed. Anna Powell-Smith,
https://opendomesday.org/place/SO5147/marden/(accessed May 1, 2021);
65. “Marden” in Open Domesday; Bannister, The Cathedral Church of Hereford, 133.
66. English Episcopal Acta 7, 50, no. 55
67. William Dugdale, Monasticon Anglicanum VI:2 (London: J. Bohn, 1846 [1655-73]), 1075-77.
68. A.T. Bannister, “A Lost Cartulary of Hereford Cathedral,” Woolhope Naturalists’ Field Club (191417), 273.
69. Sayers, Papal Government and England, 218 (no. 8); Charters and Records of Hereford Cathedral, 4849, 78.
70. Marshall, “Some Notes on Marden Church,” 207; RCHME, Herefordshire 2, 134-41.
71. John Duncumb, Collections Towards the History and Antiquities of the County of Hereford, Volume 2
(Hereford: E.G Wright, 1812), 135.
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vicarage—in this case, the crown. While surviving documentary evidence reveals that
laity funded the polygonal apse at Madley, the benefactors of the Marden chancel are
not recorded. The near-contemporary polygonal apse at Marden could have been
funded by pilgrims, by the royal vicarage holder, or by a combination of the two.

Marden: Building Fabric
The church at Marden owes much of its current appearance to 19th- and 20thcentury renovations. The nave and aisles were rebuilt in 1860 reusing original
materials.72 Physical evidence for a 12th-century (or earlier) church is not visible above
ground. Based upon the stiff-leaf capitals in the easternmost arcade piers, Marshall
convincingly dates the current nave to c. 1220-30; the Royal Commission offers a similar
dating estimate, placing the south arcade slightly later than the north arcade.73 The
polygonal apse is roughly contemporary with its peer at Madley, though its status as
the influencer or the influenced is a matter of debate.74 (Fig. 12)
While their unusual east ends distinguish the two churches, the nave at Marden
is much shorter than that at Madley due to Marden’s riverside location. In comparison
with Madley, Marden’s diminutive nave and lack of a crypt seem to argue against

72. RCHME, Herefordshire 2, 134-141; Marshall, “Some Notes on Marden Church,” 206.
73. RCHME, Herefordshire 2, 134-141; Marshall, “Some Notes on Marden Church,” 207.
74. RCHME, Herefordshire 2, 134-141; Marshall, “Some Notes on Marden Church,” 207; R.K. Morris,
“The Local Influence of Hereford Cathedral in the Decorated Period,” Woolhope Naturalists’ Field Club Vol XLI pt
1 (1973), 61.
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Figure 12 St. Mary the Virgin / St. Ethelbert, Marden. 14th-century
polygonal apse. Photo by Catherine E. Hundley.

Figure 13 St. Mary the Virgin / St. Ethelbert, Marden. Interior, looking west.
A wooden screen now separates Ethelbert’s well from the rest of the nave.
Photo by Catherine E. Hundley.
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Marden’s suitability as a pilgrimage destination. The Marden church, however, contains
an alternative pilgrim attraction: a holy well, unusual for its presence within the church
rather than on the church grounds. The well, now enclosed in a modern room (Fig. 13),
was originally part of the nave and accessed from the south or north entrances.75
Though only the south nave door is in use today, a door also stood on the north side of
the nave; a priest’s door on the north side of the chancel is blocked but still visible. (Fig.
14) Originally, worshipers could enter the nave from the north or south and turn to the
west to see St. Ethelbert’s well within the west end of the church. Now, a sign helpfully
points visitors to St. Ethelbert’s Room (Fig. 15), which contains a small well with a
modern topper. In the early 19th century, before major church renovations, John
Duncumb noted that the well was “about ten inches in diameter” and the spring ran
“about four feet below the pavement of the church.”76 The well is small indeed when
compared with Madley’s spacious crypt. Yet, a crypt would not be practical so close to
the River Lugg. Similarly, the tower has been built against the northwest corner of the
nave rather than on the west end: there is no room on the site to build a western
addition. Surrounded by farmland to the north, east, and south, Marden church is
wedged into the westernmost portion of its site. (Fig. 16) The church prioritizes its
connection to the river and embraces a well which may predate the current fabric.

75. Fred Clements, Marden: A Short History, 4th repr. ed. (n.p., 2016), 25. The wooden screen separating
Ethelbert’s well from the nave was installed in 1940; the room was completely enclosed in 1991.
76. Duncumb, Collections 2:137.
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Figure 14 Plan after the Royal Commission on the Historical Monuments of England,
An Inventory of the Historical Monuments in Herefordshire, Vol. 2, East (London: HMSO,
1932), 134 (fig. 70). Doorways are highlighted in yellow, though only the south nave
door is now in use. A gray vertical line shows the addition of a wooden screen which
now separates the well from the rest of the nave.

Marden: Landscape
The well at Marden, now enclosed by the walls of the church, is the primary
landscape evidence for pilgrims in the parish. Additionally, the church was readily
accessible to travelers by roadway and waterway. As mentioned before, the church at
Marden is located directly on the banks of the River Lugg, approximately five and a half
miles north of Hereford. Like Madley, Marden served as a convenient stop for pilgrims
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traveling to or from St. Ethelbert’s primary
shrine at Hereford Cathedral. Regional
pilgrims could make a day trip by river, or
follow the road from the east via Sutton St.
Nicholas and Sutton St. Michael. In the
premodern era, the church was also accessed
by a trackway that ran from Wellington in the
northwest to Sutton Walls in the southeast;
the track is now obscured by farmland and
later development.77 Although the early
documentary evidence for the church is
sparse, its placement along the Lugg and its
proximity to the purported site of an AngloSaxon palace strengthen the parish’s claim as
the initial burial site of St. Ethelbert.

Figure 15 St. Mary the Virgin / St. Ethelbert,
Marden. Originally part of the nave, St. Ethelbert’s
well is now part of the vestry. Photo by Catherine
E. Hundley.
77. Alfred Watkins, “Archaeology,” Woolhope Naturalists’ Field Club (1924-26), 82. Watkins records that
evidence for the track was discovered by local farmers when plowing a field.
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Figure 16 St. Mary the Virgin / St. Ethelbert, Marden. Chancel, nave, and tower
from the northwest. Photo by Catherine E. Hundley.
Marden: Texts
Documentary records of pilgrimage to Marden are not known, and the narratives
of Ethelbert’s death are contradictory and late.78 Other than a brief mention of
Ethelbert’s murder by Offa in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, the earliest surviving
hagiographies date to the 12th century. Lives by an anonymous writer (early 12th
century), by Osbert of Clare (c. 1140s-50s), and by Gerald of Wales (c. 1190s) place

78. For overviews of the vitae, see A.T. Bannister, “Sutton Walls, and the Legend of St. Ethelbert,”
Woolhope Naturalists’ Field Club (1914-17), 224-26; Bannister, The Cathedral Church of Hereford, 109-14; James,
“Two Lives of St. Ethelbert, King and Martyr,” 214-21; Briggs, The Life and Works of Osbert of Clare, 205-12.
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Ethelbert’s initial burial along the banks of the River Lugg, though none of them
identifies Marden with Ethelbert’s murder, miracles, or subsequent shrine.79 By the
early days of the Reformation, John Leland linked Ethelbert’s burial place with the site
of Marden Church, though his source for this identification is unclear.80 Writing 400
years after the earliest Lives and 750 years after Ethelbert’s actual murder, Leland seems
to draw upon a strong local tradition which placed Ethelbert at the site of Marden
Church:

Offa took the body and head of Ethelbert to be buried secretly on the
bank of the river which is called Lugg. The place of the first burial is
now the parish church of Marden, on the left bank of the River Lugg,
four miles away from Hereford. The Castle of King’s Sutton stands not
as far from Marden as from the Lugg. The traces of the castle where
King Offa met Ethelbert, now called Sutton Walls, are still in existence. 81
As one might expect from an Itinerary, Leland’s account includes specific place-names
which are vital to Ethelbert’s story: the River Lugg, the parish church at Marden, the
cathedral city of Hereford, and the palace at Sutton Walls. The anonymous writer,

79. Anonymous Passio, CCCC 308 in James, “Two Lives of St. Ethelbert,” 236-44; Osbert of Clare, Life of
St Ethelbert, Gotha, Landesbibliothek, MS 1. 81, in Briggs, Life and Works of Osbert of Clare, 214-48; Gerald of
Wales, Life of St Ethelbert, Cambridge Trinity College MS [unidentfied] and Cotton MS Vitellius E.vii in James,
“Two Lives of St. Ethelbert,” 222-35. The first edition of the Anonymous Passio is thought to date to the early 12c;
Osbert of Clare’s Life to the 1140s-50s; and Gerald of Wales’ Life to the 1190s. For an English translation of the
Life of Ethelbert, see “Art. 18, Incipit vita sancti Ethelberti,” in The Complete Harley 2253 Manuscript, Volume 2,
edited by Susanna Greer Fein, translated by Jan Ziolkowski. TEAMS: The Middle English Texts Series
(Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 2014), University of Rochester,
https://d.lib.rochester.edu/teams/publication/fein-harley2253-volume-2 (accessed 8 December, 2021). Harley 2253
(c. 1331-41) includes the key events of CCC Cambridge 308 but it is not a word-for-word copy.
80. James notes that Leland does incorporate information from Lives by Gerald of Wales and Osbert,
though he could not find a medieval source for the passage which follows. James, “Two Lives of St. Ethelbert,” 216,
219-20.
81. John Leland, The Itinerary of John Leland in or about the years 1535-1543, Vol. V (parts IX, X, and
XI), ed. Lucy Toulmin Smith (London: George Bell & Sons, 1910), 186. The translation is my own.

79
https://digital.kenyon.edu/perejournal/vol8/iss3/3

Hundley

Osbert, and Gerald all agree that Ethelbert’s body was buried (or dumped) along the
riverbank and all three writers specify that his body, once miraculously revealed, was
then taken to Hereford.82 None of the 12th-century accounts mention the church at
Marden or the specific location of Offa’s palace.
In a short account within a larger chronicle, William of Malmesbury notes that
Offa murdered Ethelbert “within the walls of his palace,” but does not specify its
location.83 The version of Ethelbert’s Life in the Harley Manuscript (c. 1331-41) says that
Ethelbert “takes lodging in the royal palace named Sutton, not far from the place where
Offa, king of the Mercians, was then living.”84 The location of Offa’s palace is
controversial, though the site has been identified with Sutton Walls—approximately
one mile from the present church at Marden—or even within the manor of Marden
itself.85 Archaeological investigations have not yet confirmed the location of the palace.86
The Sutton identification dates to at least the 14th century, and Leland may have been

82. Anonymous Passio and Gerald of Wales, Life, in James, “Two Lives of St. Ethelbert,” 244 and 236;
Osbert of Clare, Life, in Briggs, Life and Works of Osbert of Clare, 244. An alternative version of the story by
Matthew Paris (d. 1259) in his Life of Offa places the body at Lichfield before it was translated to Hereford.
Bannister, The Cathedral Church of Hereford, 112.
83. William of Malmesbury’s Chronicle of the Kings of England, ed. & trans. J.A. Giles (London: George
Bell & Sons, 1895), 78.
84. “Art. 18, Incipit vita sancti Ethelberti,” in The Complete Harley 2253 Manuscript, Volume 2, lines 5960.
85. Duncumb suggests that the palace covered parts of both Sutton and Marden. Bannister argues that
Offa’s actual palace was at Tamworth, though he may have had a home in the royal manor of Marden. Duncumb,
Collections, 2: 181; Bannister, “Sutton Walls and the Legend of St. Ethelbert,” 222-23.
86. Kathleen M. Kenyon, “Excavations at Sutton Walls, Herefordshire, 1948-1951,” Archaeological
Journal 110 (1953), 4; Sutton Walls Conservation Group, “Where Was Offa’s Palace?” Sutton Walls, Iron Age
Hillfort, https://www.suttonwalls.co.uk/where-was-offa-s-palace (accessed 25 January, 2022). A large portion of the
site was used as a quarry and then as a landfill, so evidence of a potential palace may be long gone.
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the first to describe a palace specifically at “Sutton Walls.”87 By the 16th century, the
specifics of Ethelbert’s murder, burial, and subsequent holy well at Marden were part of
the local fabric. Ethelbert’s tale played a vital role in the identity of the parish. But
where did it originate?
A.T. Bannister hints that the late dissemination of Ethelbert’s story could be
linked to questions about Hereford’s 12th-century relic collection.88 This hypothesis can
be extended to cover the broader promotion of Ethelbert-linked sites. By the late 10th
century, Ethelbert’s relics were documented at Hereford Cathedral.89 In 1050, Hereford
was sacked but William of Malmesbury implied that the relics were still at Hereford
when he wrote the Gesta Pontificum Anglorum, c. 1125.90 However, Bishop Robert
Bethune wrote to Abbot Suger in 1131 to ask for some relics from the St-Denis treasury,
suggesting that Ethelbert was no longer in situ; failing a positive response from StDenis, the canons conveniently found some of Ethelbert’s relics at Hereford.91 The theft
or destruction of their patron saint’s relics would have posed an emergency for the
canons of Hereford. In order to maximize pilgrim traffic (and donations), the Hereford

87. Bannister quips, “It is possible that the name is not earlier than the sixteenth century, in which
antiquaries began to play havoc with local history.” Bannister, “Sutton Walls, and the Legend of St. Ethelbert,” 222
fn.2.
88. Bannister, The Cathedral Church of Hereford, 110-11.
89. RCHME, Herefordshire 3, xliii-lxvii.
90. William of Malmesbury, Gesta Pontificum Anglorum, ed. & trans. Michael Winterbottom (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 2007), I:463-65.
91. Bannister, The Cathedral Church of Hereford, 110.
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chapter looked to their expanding property portfolio.92
The canons of Hereford gained custody of Marden in 1195, around the same time
that Gerald of Wales wrote his Life of St. Ethelbert. Gerald, like Osbert and his
anonymous predecessor, placed Ethelbert’s burial along the River Lugg. Perhaps the
identification of Ethelbert’s temporary gravesite was a way to revive the cult of St.
Ethelbert at a time when the status of his relics was in question. It is possible that the
12th-century text and 13th-century building are only the latest in a lost tradition of textual
and material evidence in support of Ethelbert’s initial burial site. Alternatively, the
saint’s life and surviving well may have been used to create a pilgrimage tradition
when the canons of Hereford Cathedral needed to strengthen their claim to Ethelbert’s
miracle-working powers.
Ultimately, none of these accounts offer evidence of actual pilgrimage activity at
Marden—only corroboration of the saint’s presence in the area. Sole reliance upon the
textual record would cause the pilgrim-hunter to overlook Marden entirely. Yet, the
combination of architectural and landscape evidence, along with texts placing Marden’s
patron saint near the banks of the neighboring Lugg, lend weight to the ensuing
tradition of pilgrimage to Marden.

92. The economic importance of pilgrimage does not diminish the spiritual role that it played in the lives of
countless worshipers. For an overview of the reasons behind cult promotion, see Paul Antony Hayward, “Saints and
Cults” in A Social History of England 900-1200, ed. Julia Crick and Elisabeth Van Houts (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2011), 309-320.
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Marden: Visual and Material Culture
Beyond the building fabric of the church, there is no surviving visual or material
evidence to prove that pilgrims visited Marden. Neither pilgrim souvenirs nor interior
graffiti have been discovered at Marden, though the complete rebuilding of the church
in the 19th century may mean that any graffiti was lost or is no longer in its original
location. Incised carvings, including an axe-head, bird, and probable consecration
crosses, have been found eight to ten feet above ground on the exterior of the church.93
Such carvings invite graffiti-spotters to conduct a comprehensive search of the church,
with a particular eye to carvings which could be associated with the presence of
medieval pilgrims.
A decade before the Victorian renovation of the Marden church, a bronze hand
bell was discovered in a pond next to the church vicarage.94 Now in the Hereford
Museum, the bell has been dated to c. 9th-11th centuries, which could suggest that a
church stood at Marden by that time.95 However, an ex-situ portable object might have
come from anywhere. The associated visual and material culture of the church is
intriguing, but it does not serve as evidence of a pilgrim presence.

93. Marshall, “Some Notes on Marden Church,” 208.
94. “Archaeological Intelligence,” in The Archaeological Journal 5 (1848), 328-31.
95. “Bell,” Hereford Museum, https://www.herefordshire.gov.uk/history-lives/museums-collectionssearch?Id=20476 (accessed 15 February, 2022).
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Conclusion
The churches at Madley and Marden both have longstanding pilgrimage
traditions which can be confirmed through close analysis of limited surviving data.
Evidence of a pilgrim presence at Madley is found in the fabric of the building, in a
documented devotional image and associated pilgrim donations, and in the
surrounding landscape context. For many observers, the documentary evidence alone
would confirm Madley’s status as a pilgrim destination. While there is no reason to
doubt the authenticity of the 1318 Madley text, documentary evidence for architectural
usage should be confirmed by close analysis of the church’s building fabric,
surrounding landscape context, and / or its associated visual and material culture. The
building fabric of the Madley church is designed so clearly to accommodate pilgrims
and parishioners that the documentary evidence serves only to amplify the architectural
facts.
While the polygonal apse at Madley included a crypt chapel designed perfectly
for pilgrims, the church at Marden was completely above ground. Even so, evidence for
pilgrims at Marden survives in the building fabric of the church and in its landscape
context. The holy well at the west end of the church would be enough to confirm that
the Marden church welcomed pilgrims from at least the 13th century, and the ease of
egress in the original church plan bolsters this assumption. Furthermore, the location of
the church in the landscape would make it visible and accessible to pilgrims by road
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and waterway. No textual accounts of pilgrims survive, but 12th-century Lives of
Ethelbert place the saint’s initial burial near the site of the eventual church. No
devotional images, pilgrim souvenirs, or confirmed pilgrim graffiti have been identified
at Marden. In this case, building fabric and landscape context reinforce the local
pilgrimage tradition at Marden, in spite of the problematic documentary history.

Applying the Method
The churches at Madley and Marden have long been associated with pilgrims,
and the foregoing analysis has shown that non-textual evidence reveals a pilgrim
presence as reliably (or even more reliably) than surviving medieval documentation.
This method can be applied to medieval parish churches throughout England, even if
the presence of pilgrims is now forgotten. In order to assess the probability that
pilgrims visited a parish church, the observer should first look for discrete spaces
within the church or in the immediate church grounds. Crypts and holy wells are
unusual in the parish, and they invite the scholar to explain why pilgrims did not use
such a space. Additionally, chapels, new aisles, or other discrete areas could have
hosted pilgrims if they were built to maximize pilgrim accessibility while prioritizing
parish convenience. In order to determine such a dual use, extant or blocked doorways
should be analyzed in order to determine medieval traffic patterns.
Next, the pilgrim-hunter should consider relics and devotional images. Though
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only a fraction of such artifacts survived the English Reformation, others have been
documented, such as the image at Madley. In other cases, evidence of a lost image
survives, in a broken statue, dismantled rood, or whitewashed wall painting. Not every
devotional image was designed to attract pilgrims, and potential pilgrim images should
be considered within the context of the parish church: was the image part of a cohesive
decorative program? If not, it may have had a specialized use or audience. Was it
located within a discrete chapel or space within the parish church? If so, it may have
served as a focus for specialized prayer—perhaps by pilgrims.
The landscape context of a parish church also reveals clues to a pilgrim presence.
If the church is highly visible and accessible by road and / or waterway, it could have
attracted pilgrims even as it served as a landmark within the parish. To assess this
possibility, church detectives should confirm the medieval travel routes near the church
and trace the routes to the nearest confirmed pilgrimage shrine. While a parish church
can draw local and regional pilgrims on its own merits, proximity to a major pilgrim
destination would increase visitor numbers—as seen in the prosperous churches at
Madley and Marden.
The material culture of the medieval parish deserves close study and it may yield
robust evidence for pilgrimage and other lay religious practices. Though pilgrim
souvenirs are often associated with major destinations such as Canterbury, a number of
badges and ampullae in museum collections have not been matched with their shrines.
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A comprehensive analysis of the “unknowns” and their find spots, tested against other
methods in this article, may reveal hitherto forgotten pilgrimage destinations in the
parish. Alternatively, close analysis of medieval graffiti—often buried under
generations of whitewash—could offer the only material evidence for pilgrims in the
parish. By using the methods of the Norfolk Medieval Graffiti Survey, church-spotters
throughout England can crowd-source the search for forgotten worshipers.
Texts can also be valuable but the absence of a text about pilgrims at a site does
not mean that pilgrims were absent from that site. Indeed, an over-reliance upon textual
evidence has led historians to undercount the number of parish churches which were
also used by pilgrims. Rather than assuming that parish churches did not host pilgrims
unless their presence is confirmed by a text, it may be fruitful to look for pilgrims in
every medieval English parish church. By radically changing the starting assumptions
and working hypotheses of parish church studies, we can draw closer to understanding
the actual level of local and regional pilgrimage activity throughout medieval England.
By working through the methods in this article like a checklist, forgotten pilgrim
destinations may still be found. One characteristic on the checklist does not necessarily
serve as confirmation of a pilgrim presence, but it does invite further study. By
establishing a pilgrim presence through non-textual means, architectural historians may
discover countless parish churches which served a dual audience. Clues to a pilgrim
presence are still accessible—we just have to know where to look.
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